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His new fiancée, seventeen-year-old Marjorie (Bella 
Heathcote), has pleaded with him not to enlist. She has 
only just discovered love and cannot believe that it could 
be taken from her. But men with Woodward’s underground 
skills are desperately needed so that a deadly German 
offensive can be countered.

The film is based on the memoirs of Captain Woodward 
of the 1st Australian Tunnelling Company, which was 
responsible for the mines set under ‘Hill 60’ – an 
elevated point that dominated that part of the killing 
fields of Belgium. The tunnellers’ bravery in developing 
these underground mines and the subsequent massive 
explosions broke the gridlocked trench warfare of the 
previous three years.

Young German coal miners Ernst Wagner (Marcus Costello) 

and Karl Babek (Kenneth Spiteri) have also been thrust into 
the war. They have been brought, along with thousands of 
other men and boys, from the mining villages of Bavaria.

The soldier-miners from both sides drive their narrow 
tunnels under ‘no-man’s-land’. Attempting to out-
manoeuvre and undermine each other, they create a great 
labyrinth of tunnels. It’s a silent and savage war where 
one tiny sound can turn a man from hunter to hunted, and 
where skilled listeners are more sought after than fighters.

After two years of claustrophobia, bloodshed, triumph 
and heartbreak, it all comes down to a single moment. As 
infantrymen quietly fix bayonets in the darkness, Oliver 
Woodward crouches in a muddy bunker preparing to press 
a detonator that could change the course of the war …

OVERVIEW

Beneath Hill 60 (Jeremy Sims, 2010) is an Australian feature film set underneath the trenches 
of World War One. This never-before-told Australian story takes place during 1916 and 
1917, when Queensland miner Captain Oliver Woodward (played by Brendan Cowell) – 
undertrained and never having faced hostile fire before – finds himself on the Western Front, 
the bloodiest battlefield in history.

Allied soldiers caught in Western Front barrage



CURRICULUM APPLICABILITY

Beneath Hill 60 is appropriate for middle and senior 
secondary students in History / SOSE / HSIE (Australia in 
the First World War) and English (the theme of war).

BEFORE WATCHING THE FILM

Activity 1: Record your initial ideas

Most students know something about Australia and the 
First World War. The commemorations of Gallipoli on 
ANZAC Day (25 April) and Armistice Day or Remembrance 
Day (11 November) are observed every year and are part  
of our national culture and identity.

Beneath Hill 60 is a film about aspects of Australian 
soldiers’ experience and the First World War.

Before you watch the film, look at the table on page 4 of 
this study guide. Read through the aspects listed in column 
A and record what you know and what you think about 
them in Column B.

Then you can return to this table after watching the film and 
see if your knowledge and ideas have changed.

This is not a test, so don’t try to look up answers or rely 
on other people’s ideas. Just record your own answers 
– watching the film and returning to these answers will  
have a greater impact and be of more benefit to you.

Activity 2: Reading background 
information on the war in 1916–1917 to 
understand the context of the film

The war between Britain, France and Russia and their allies 
against Germany, Austria-Hungary and their allies had been 
in progress since August 1914.

There were two main fronts in the war:

•	 the Western Front, which extended from the North Sea 
near the border of Belgium and France to the Swiss 
border

•	 the Eastern Front, which was land near the border 
between Germany and Austria-Hungary and Russia.

The Western Front, 1916

Beneath Hill 60 is set near the northern end of the Western 
Front, in the area near the Belgian city of Ypres. It is set 
in late 1916 and early 1917, in the lead up to the Battle of 
Messines.

By 1917 the fighting on the Western Front had become 
trench warfare. The opposing sides faced each other and 
tried to take the other’s ground.

Occasionally there were major attacks to try to push the 
other side back, but mostly the war involved the daily 
circumstances of artillery shelling, occasional small attacks, 
raids, sniping and gas attacks. 
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1: Marjorie Waddell (Isabella Heathcote) 2: Marjorie and Captain Oliver Woodward (Brendan Cowell) 
3: Sapper Frank Tiffin (Harrison Gilbertson) 4: Battle of Messines map
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A. Aspect of 
Australians’ 
experience 
in the First 
World War

B. Before watching  
Beneath Hill 60

C. After watching  
Beneath Hill 60

D. Testing Beneath Hill 60 
as a representation of 
history after research

When were 
Australian 
soldiers 
involved in the 
war? 

Where were 
they involved? 

What was the 
fighting like? 

What were the 
conditions like? 

What were 
some attitudes 
of the men 
involved 
towards the 
war? 

What were their 
attitudes to the 
enemy? 

What qualities 
did they show? 

What were their 
relationships 
like with each 
other? 
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The Western Front was a flat environment. This meant that 
any hill, even a tiny one, gave the men holding it a great 
advantage in terms of being able to see what the enemy 
was doing. The worst fighting was around these tiny hills 
in Belgium. Hill 60 was one such tiny rise, which made it a 
place to be fought for or destroyed.

During winter a major ‘enemy’ for both sides was the 
weather, with rain and snow creating waterlogged trenches 
and turning the artillery-churned ‘no-man’s-land’ between 
the facing trenches into treacherous mud and water 
holes. The soil in the area was a heavy clay that clung to 
everything it touched. It could suck unwary men and horses 
in and drown or suffocate them.

The generals of each side had 
the dream of launching one last 
great offensive that would break 
the other side and lead to victory. 
The defenders, with well-situated 
machine guns and barbed-wire 
protection, had the great advantage 
in any attack. 

But there was another type of war 
being fought. This was a war under 

the ground. If one side could tunnel under the enemy’s lines 
it could plant explosives that would kill thousands of enemy 
operatives in one hit. Each side was trying to do this, using 
men who were miners and engineers in civilian life. It was 
difficult and dangerous work – the land was swampy, the 
clay was hard to dig, the closeness of the enemy meant 
that if each side could hear the other digging it could 
collapse the enemy’s tunnels and bury the men alive.

In 1917, the Allies were planning a major attack which was 
to be called the Messines offensive. If the tunnellers could 
detonate explosives under the enemy’s trenches, it would 
weaken the enemies lines, thereby aiding the forthcoming 
attack.

This is the context of the film Beneath Hiill 60.
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Above: Map of the Western Front Below: Taken from <http://www.spartacus.schoolnet.co.uk/FWWtunnelling.htm>



EXPLORING IDEAS AND ISSUES 
IN THE FILM

Beneath Hill 60 covers many ideas and issues that can be 
explored in history.

Look at the following headings. In each case, discuss what 
the film says about them. Then complete Column C of the 
table on page 4.

Nature of the war

•	 What is the nature of the fighting?
•	 What are the conditions like?
•	 How do the men react to the conditions and the 

fighting?
•	 How are they able to survive?

Leadership

•	 Who are the leaders in the film?
•	 What are the key qualities that make a good leader?
•	 Is Woodward a natural leader, or does he have to learn 

about leadership?
•	 Are there other good leaders among the men?

Mateship

•	 One of the qualities that is usually presented in 
Australian fiction and non-fiction about the war is  
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1: Woodward and McBride (Anthony Hayes) receive orders from General 
Lambert (John Stanton) 2: German Kommandeur Fusslein (David Ritchie) 
and Sergeant Babek (Kenneth Spiteri)  3: Colonel Rutledge (Chris 
Haywood) and General Lambert 4: Woodward and Lambert in the firing 
bunker INSET LEFT: Kenneth Spiteri as German tunneller Karl Babek
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the idea of mateship. How is mateship presented in  
the film? 

•	 Who are seen to be ‘mates’? 
•	 Does mateship extend to everyone in the group, or is  

it more exclusive? 
•	 Is it always a positive thing? 
•	 Does it extend beyond rank so that officers and men 

can be mates? 
•	 Is it exclusive to the Australians? 

Bravery and fear

•	 What does it mean to be brave in war? 
•	 Are those who show fear cowards? 
•	 Who are the bravest people in the film? 
•	 Why were men so ready to face death during the war?

The British

•	 How are the British depicted in the film?
•	 Is there a difference between the depiction of British 

officers and the ordinary British soldiers?
•	 How is class presented in the film?

The Germans

•	 How are the Germans depicted in the film?
•	 Is there a difference between the depiction of German 

officers and the ordinary German soldiers?
•	 What are the attitudes of the opposing soldiers towards 

each other?

The ANZAC legend

•	 There is a popular image of the Australian soldier – 
brave, resourceful, disrespectful of authority, a bit of a 
larrikin, a good mate, easy-going, a bad soldier but a 
good fighter. Together these images create the ANZAC 
legend.

•	 Does the film confirm or does it challenge this image? 
•	 Does the film glorify the Australian soldier?
•	 Does the film glorify war, or does it condemn it? Or is 

there a more complex attitude to it?
•	 Is this image something that is still relevant to young 

people today?
•	 Below is a cartoon that was published in The ANZAC 

Book in 1916. The ANZAC Book was a collection of 
articles, drawings, cartoons and stories put together 
from contributions of ANZACs at Gallipoli. It helped 
create the ANZAC legend. The cartoon is a statement 
about a part of the ANZAC legend. To whom could this 
cartoon apply in the film?
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1: Explosion over No Man’s Land 2: Kommandeur Fusslein  3: Infantrymen in the trenches 4: Barrage behind the lines
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Home front

•	 What are the home front pressures on men to enlist? 
•	 Why are civilians so ready to send men to the war? 
•	 Why do the filmmakers stress the relationship between 

Woodward and Marjorie?

After the war

•	 What happened to the soldiers after the war? 
•	 How did the war continue to affect them? 
•	 Could these men be normal again after the war? 
•	 How might their experiences have created a special 

bond between them?
•	 The film ends by showing photographs of the real 

people. Is this an effective device? Why or why not?

Making the film

•	 What do you think were the main problems 
or difficulties that would face the 
filmmakers in making this film?

•	 How have they overcome these?
•	 How successful is the film?
•	 The filmmakers promote the film so 

that it reaches the largest possible 
audience. This is done in many 
ways, including through a summary 
of the film (such as the one on 
page 2 of this study guide), trailers 
(see the website) and posters (see 
below). Choose one of these three 
promotional methods and critically 
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1: Tunnellers Fraser (Steve Le Marquand) and Morris (Gyton Grantley) 
2: Oliver Woodward 3: German tunnellers Babek and Wagner (Marcus 
Costello) 4: Wagner climbs the shaft inset right: German tunneller
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analyse the effectiveness of that means of promoting 
the film.

Fact and fiction

•	 The film claims that it is based on fact. What do you 
expect of a film that makes this claim?

•	 One of the key incidents in the film, the trapping of 
Frank Tiffin (Harrison Gilbertson) in the mine as the 
explosives are about to be fired, did not happen in 
real life. Does this affect your evaluation of the film as 
historically accurate?

The film as a representation of history

•	 This film is a representation of history – that it, it is the 
filmmakers’ version of history. The filmmakers chose 
what to include, what to exclude, how to organise 
the events and how to present them. Is it a fair and 
accurate version of the reality of this aspect of the war? 
Is it something you can look at and reasonably say ‘Yes, 
it really must have been like that’? To decide, you need 
to go back to the table on page 4 and research further 
in order to complete Column D.

Evaluation

•	 Do you think the film is a successful one? Write a review 
of the film in which you explain your reasons.

•	 Do you think the film has relevance to young people 
today? Justify your views.

•	 What do ANZAC Day and Remembrance Day mean to 
you today? 

FURTHER INFORMATION

AWM PHOTOS

To help your consideration of Beneath Hill 60 as a 
representation of history go to the Australian War  
Memorial website at <http://www.awm.gov.au> and  
search Collections for images of Hill 60 and the 1st 
Australian Tunnelling Company.

BOOK

You can also look at the Will Davies’ book, Beneath Hill 
60, which presents the story from an accurate historical 
perspective.

Will Davies, Beneath Hill 60, Random House, 2010.

Beneath Hill 60 WEBSITE

You can find out more about the making of the film on the 
film’s website <http://www.beneathhill60movie.com.au>.� •
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1: Tunnellers Percy (Warwick Young) and Jim Sneddon (Alan Dukes) 2: Tunneller Billy Bacon (Mark Coles Smith) heads for the try line 
3: Tunneller Walter Sneddon (Alex Thomson) grieves for his father 4: Captain Woodward and Canadian Major North (Aden Young)
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Group bookings for teachers’ and their classes:

Event/ Greater Union / Birch Carroll & Coyle:

Amy-Lea Pettigrew 
NSW 
02 9373 6630 
amy-lea_pettigrew@ahl.com.au

Sophie Forsyth 
QLD 
07 5591 3800 
sophie_forsyth@eventcinemas.com.au

Cassandra Hamence 
WA 
08 6240 1433 
Cassandra_Hamence@eventcinemas.com.au

Karlee Chamberlin 
SA 
08 8296 7788 
Karlee_Chamberlin@eventcinemas.com.au

VILLAGE CINEMAS:

Aaron Rowlands –  
All Village suburban locations plus Geelong.
PH: 03 9281 1066
EMAIL:  aaron_rowlands@village-cinemas.com

Luke Natoli –  
All Village provincial locations in Vic & Tas
PH: 03 9251 5373
EMAIL: luke_natoli@village-cinemas.com

HOYTS CINEMAS:

National
02 8275 6169
nationalgroupsales@hoyts.com.au

NSW
02 9609 3965
nswgroupsales@hoyts.com.au

The Entertainment Quarter
02 9331 9883
lfletcher@hoyts.com.au

ACT
03 8662 3524
actgroupsales@hoyts.com.au

VIC
03 8662 3522
vicgroupsales@hoyts.com.au

WA
08 9316 0428
wagroupsales@hoyts.com.au

SA
08 8332 7685
sagroupsales@hoyts.com.au

READING CINEMAS

Auburn
auburn@readingcinemas.com.au

Dubbo
dubbo@readingcinemas.com.au

Maitland
maitland@readingcinemas.com.au

Rhodes
rhodes@readingcinemas.com.au

Rouse Hill
rousehill@readingcinemas.com.au

Elsternwick
classic@readingcinemas.com.au

Waurn Ponds
waurnponds@readingcinemas.com.au

Chirnside Park
chirnsidepark@readingcinemas.com.au

Epping
epping@readingcinemas.com.au

Sunbury
sunbury@readingcinemas.com.au

Melton
melton@readingcinemas.com.au

Dandenong
dandenong@readingcinemas.com.au

Bundaberg
bundaberg@readingcinemas.com.au

Harbourtown
harbourtown@readingcinemas.com.au

Redbank
redbank@readingcinemas.com.au

Townsville
townsville@readingcinemas.com.au

Belmont
belmont@readingcinemas.com.au

Mandurah
mandurah@readingcinemas.com.au

Westlakes
westlakes@readingcinemas.com.au

Elizabeth
elizabeth@readingcinemas.com.au
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Ace Cinemas Midland, Rockingham, Subiaco & 
Busselton:

Hannah Cocivera
Group Bookings and Events Manager
Phone: 08 9250 9501
Fax: 08 9250 2750
groups@acecinemas.com.au

Grand Cinemas Warwick, Currambine, 
Joondalup, Whitfords, Armadale & Bunbury:

Tara Duffy
Group Bookings co-ordinator
Phone : 08 9247747
Email: taraduffy@grandcinemas.com.au

PALACE CINEMAS:

Kim Petalis 
PH: 03 816 1705
EMAIL: kim.petalas@palacecinemas.com.au

DENDY CINEMAS:

Dendy Canberra
Aimee Brodrick
02 6221 8908
AimeeBrodrick@dendy.com.au

Dendy Newtown and Opera Quays
Anita Huynh 
02 8594 9006
AnitaHuynh@dendy.com.au

Dendy Portside
Alex Savic
07 3137 6002
AlexSavic@dendy.com.au

WALLIS THEATRES:

Bob Parr
PH: 08 8352 1377
EMAIL: bparr@wallis.com.au

CARLTON NOVA:

KRISTIAN CONNELLY
PH: 9349 1241
EMAIL: Kristian@cinemanova.com.au

AMC Cinemas:

Darshika Ravindran
PH: 07 3007 3555
EMAIL:   darshika.ravindran@a-m-c.com.au

HAYDEN ORPHEUM PICTURE PALACE CREMORNE:

rachell@orpheum.com.au

Randwick Ritz Cinema:

customerservice@ritzcinema.com.au

YARRAVILLE SUN THEATRE:

MICHAEL SMITH OR KRISTINA JANSSON
PH: 9362 0336
EMAIL: m@mgsgroup.com or kris@suntheatre.com.au

BELGRAVE CAMEO:

ANNE MARIE VARASSO
PH: 03 9754 3766
EMAIL: amv@camrocinemas.com.au

PENINSULA CINEMAS ROSEBUD:

PETER HANSON 
PH: 07 49464666
EMAIL: peter@peninsulacinemas.com.au

MILDURA CINEMAS:

CHRIS MITCHELL
PH: 03 5022 1575
EMAIL: chrism@ncable.com.au

ECHUCA PARAMOUNT:

GRANT DAVIES
PH: 03 5482 3399
EMAIL: grant@echucaparamount.com

MORNINGTON CINEMAS:

IAN MCCANN
PH: 5975 5225
EMAIL: IANMCCANN@OPTUSNET.COM.AU

DEVONPORT CMAX:

KATRINE WAKELIN
PH: 03 6420 2111
EMAIL: KATRINE@CMAX.NET.AU

BURNIE METRO CINEMAS:

JOHN SPILLSBURY
PH: 03 6431 5000
EMAIL: johnspilsbury@metrocinemas.com.au

HOBART STATE:

JOHN KELLY
PH: 03 6234 6318
EMAIL: jkelly@statecinema.com.au

Wagga/Tamworth/Orange/Griffith Cinemas

Bob Parr
bparr@wallis.com.au

Nowra/Ettalong/Raymond Terrace Cinemas

Bob Brainwood
roxy@roxy.com.au

Majestic Cinemas - Singleton/Port Mac/
Nambucca

Brenton Spoehr
Brenton@majesticcinemas.com.au

Bowral Empire Cinema

Gerard Aiken
Gerard@empirecinema.com.au

ROSEVILLE CINEMAS:

 Ph: (612) 9416 8555  
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This study guide was produced by ATOM. (©ATOM 2010)
editor@atom.org.au

For more information on Screen Education magazine, 
or to download other study guides for assessment,  

visit <http://www.metromagazine.com.au>.
Join ATOM’s email broadcast list for invitations to  

free screenings, conferences, seminars, etc.  
Sign up now at <http://www.atom.asn.au/lists/>.

For hundreds of articles on Film as Text,  
Screen Literacy, Multiliteracy and Media Studies,  

visit <http://www.theeducationshop.com.au>.

Notice: An educational institution may make copies of all or part of this study guide, provided that it only makes and uses copies  
as reasonably required for its own educational, non-commercial, classroom purposes and does not sell or lend such copies.
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1: Back from the war, the surviving tunnellers attend Woodward and Marjorie’s wedding

All photographs from Beneath Hill 60 by Wendy McDougall
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